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Introduction
Introducing cultural issues in a study abroad English for Academic Purposes (EAP) curriculum can be dis-
heartening. The topic can be complex and broad, especially considering certain limitations a preparatory English
course for students who wish to study abroad can have. As a result, instructors often avoid considering it as part
of the curriculum. This is perhaps because cultural issues appear to be beyond the scope of a language course,
such as a study abroad English program. In spite of all that, designing a curriculum that does not recognize the
significance of culture, including critical and logical thinking and pragmatics, and their effects on communica-
tion would be irresponsible when preparing students for a year of studies in a foreign country. As Wildavsky
(2012, p. 52), has stated, to understand and deal with cultural differences is necessary for student success in an
international setting. This study will explore how cultural issues can be incorporated into an EAP curriculum,
using Toyo University’s Learning English for Academic Purposes (LEAP) program, where the author of this ex-
ploratory paper is currently teaching, as an example.
Background
To give an example, one way the need for cultural study could be illustrated is by the number of anecdotes
returning students share with their professors, classmates, family and friends upon their return home. These sto-
ries cover a variety of areas and situations from grocery shopping, work- or dorm-related incidents to laundro-
mat encounters. In absence of alternatives for cultural studies, giving random and extemporary advice on a vari-
ety of situations is never useful.
Especially for future study abroad students, one could argue that culture should certainly be a requirement
in an EAP curriculum. This is especially true when taking into consideration the ever-growing target number of
students that universities set on sending abroad. The task of introducing students to culture, as part of a study
Cultural Issues in an English for Academic Purposes Curriculum
Ivan BOTEV＊
＊ A lecturer in the Center for Global Education and Exchange, and a research fellow of the Institute of Human Sciences at
Toyo University
東洋大学人間科学総合研究所紀要 第20号（2018） 159‐165 159
abroad English curriculum, is not as daunting as some instructors tend to believe. Introducing culture can be
done in several ways; cultural elements should be regularly included and, in the long run, incorporated into the
curriculum (Dougherty, 2014). The following advice is based on my experience teaching EAP courses in Japan
for the past five years at Toyo University’s Learning English for Academic Purposes (LEAP) and Language
Center programs, designed to prepare college students for their one-year studies at partner universities abroad.
These programs focus on integrating language skills, promoting the ability to articulate ideas about Japan in an
international setting, and stimulating intellectual curiosity.
Incorporating Culture in EAP
Along with language skills, EAP university level courses should also incorporate skills in pragmatics, logi-
cal and critical thinking, study abroad preparation, and culture. Listed below are some of the cultural approaches
that could be integrated in EAP curriculums.
Exterior Culture ― Traditionally, EAP instructors (whom I have had the opportunity to observe) and
textbooks have introduced culture by focusing on traditions, clothing, food, folklore , and others― ideas known
as surface culture, where the emotional load (Corbett 2013 ; Holiday, A., Hyde, M., & Kullman, J.. 2004) is
somewhat light.
Manners ― Some programs introduce “intercultural etiquette”, such as the exchange of business cards,
greetings (e.g. shaking hands), first or last names, punctuality, titles, presents , and so forth. In short, they iden-
tify behaviors in specific cultural situations (Corbett, 2013).
Cultural Analogies ― Other educational materials (texts, videos, etc.) can delve deeper and incorporate
idioms as a way of introducing culture and fostering discussions on topics such as identity, community, child-
rearing, respect toward the aged, individual roles, gender, education, attitudes toward foreigners, and decision-
making (Holiday et al. 2004).
Cultural Structures ― Still other approaches could involve identifying cultural values that are usually
outside of personal and societal awareness, and these often carry high “emotional loads” (Corbett 2013 ; Holi-
day et al. 2004).
The above concepts are frequently referred to as cultural structures . They focus on values, rather than be-
haviors, such as the ability to accept risk, direct or indirect communication, hierarchy, and the ability to accept
ambiguity, individualism, organization, leadership, and time orientation. These value-based approaches are ap-
plicable to intercultural situations, making them relevant to EAP students. Such values can influence people
when in important intercultural settings such as socializing, meetings, negotiations, leadership, group work, etc.
In the LEAP program, all four cultural approaches are currently used to a certain degree, because although
exterior culture and manners are often not deemed as crucial, they are helpful for conveying and comprehending
ideas in global situations, in my view. For example, in the United States, a firm handshake between two people
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meeting for the first time is an accepted ritual. However, if someone neglects this custom and offers a somewhat
loose handshake, this most probably would not compromise a future relationship. On a deeper cultural level, the
lack of understanding the rules of conduct in Japanese culture, such as agreement and cooperation, or Middle
Eastern culture, such as appropriate dress code, could lead to failure in relations and acceptance.
Cultural Activities in the EAP Classroom
In the beginning-level courses of this university’s LEAP program, students are presented with discussion
materials that include topics devised to familiarize them with different aspects of culture. At this level, students
have a somewhat restricted language proficiency and passive vocabulary skill set (approx. TOEFL 450 or CEFR
B1; estimated vocabulary size: 2000 words), thus concise materials based on cultural topics can help them en-
gage in conversation in earnest. Such topics could include identity and diversity at home and abroad, employ-
ment and education, cultural and social issues, and other themes including examples that would require analysis
of intercultural situations.
After learners start acknowledging an exchange of views, cultural metaphors, idioms, proverbs, and allego-
ries could be introduced along with some of the basic concepts of intercultural communication. The anthropolo-
gist Edward Hall (1959) has said that, “communication is culture and culture is communication” (p. 186). Apart
from linking culture to psychology, he was the first to introduce widely recognized concepts such as individual-
ism and collectivism, high-context (e.g. East Asian linguistic group) and low-context cultures (Indo-European
linguistic group), among other ideas. Therefore incorporating such cultural activities into the EAP curriculum is
of essence not only in preparing students to study abroad but also in fostering intercultural understanding and
communication skills in EFL learners.
Also, brief materials on specific topics and short stories or reports are easily integrated into the LEAP be-
ginner-level language curriculum― they require logical and critical thinking, outlining, rhetoric, and exchange
of opinions. The materials can also give opportunities for short presentations in class. Integrating such materials
into to EAP curriculum would help lower-level learners gain much-needed confidence to actively use English in
class, which in turn would provide for a positive learning environment in the classroom and increase students’
interest in studying abroad.
As language learners improve their abilities and move on to the higher-level EAP courses, they are exposed
to more structured cultural studies and ideas. Such concepts are incorporated into courses as a cultural focus.
Students are introduced to a combination of academic writing skills, learning strategies, and cultural aspects,
which serve as a reference source throughout the course. They are then asked to select a topic which they will
study, culminating in a final research essay toward the end of the course focused on the student’s interest and on
material covered in class.
Recently, in the LEAP program, students have been encouraged to do background research on their chosen
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research essay topic relevant to cultural issues. The topics include identity and diversity at home and abroad,
employment and education, cultural and social issues, and other themes including intercultural situation narra-
tives requiring cultural considerations. The class-size in the program I teach tends to vary per class, though most
classes are small; approximately five up to 25 students. They are asked to use three or more sources of informa-
tion, such as libraries, the Internet, and university lectures, through which they can gather data to construct their
essays. Then students peer-review each other’s essays once or twice before submitting the final version to their
instructor for feedback and grading near the end of the semester. By the end of the course, they will submit their
essays on their target topic using all the concepts.
From a language perspective, throughout this activity, students are required to use critical and creative-
thinking skills to hypothesize, analyze, discuss, offer opinions, answer questions, explain, summarize, and, as a
final product, write a research essay. Because the methods used focus on intercultural communication, they are
consistent with the overall curriculum of the Learning English for Academic Purposes program.
In addition, another important cultural aspect is part of the focus, whereby students use them to examine
their own cultures. For example, in higher level LEAP program classes, students are given a sports metaphor
(Sakamoto, 1999) to understand conversational turn-taking ritual behaviors. In Japan people tend to “bowl” (i.e.
wait for each other’s turns), whereas in the West people often “play tennis or volleyball” (attack and defense dy-
namics), providing for different conversation styles. During each class, students in small groups or pairs report
on their research and discuss each cultural concept separately.
Staying Motivated
Ideally, students would be motivated to use their findings both in class and later during their studies abroad,
but would be urged not to view the cultural differences as fixed societal rules. They are informed to be creative
in the application of the concepts and their analyses, and to interview those with experience in their research top-
ics. They are also encouraged to support their opinions with factual evidence. The cultural structure studied in
class in this way would become a tool, not a goal, to open a logical, critical, and creative dialogue about the
deeper values that characterize different cultures.
For the language learner, staying positive in discussions is vital. Students are also advised to be tactful
when talking about the values of other cultures. Dissimilarities should not be viewed simplistically as “positive”
or “negative,” “better” or “worse,” but be seen as variances in social and communal organizations. This also be-
comes obvious in the vocabulary used to describe cultures, which helps bring out overtones of vocabulary mean-
ing for language learners. For example, instead of using the word “aggressive,” as in being determined in behav-
ior, a clever choice would be “pro-active.” Instead of using the term “selfish,” as in having individualistic val-
ues, perhaps a better alternative would be “self-reliant” (Salisbury, et al. 2013).
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Conclusion
It is clear that all language students, including ESP students, need to be introduced to cultural issues regu-
larly and consistently throughout the EAP curriculum. In my view, the claim that culture is too complex a topic
for an EAP course or beyond its scope is a specious argument. In fact, not only are cultural issues inherently in-
teresting to language learners, they are also necessary for effective international communication. In addition,
they lend themselves to language-learning exercises that focus on higher-order and critical-thinking skills, such
as comparing and contrasting, summarizing, reasoning, hypothesizing, expressing opinions, making suggestions,
and presenting.
One of the difficulties with introducing and integrating cultural topics into the curriculum is that so many
foci are possible. For example, it is possible to focus on exterior culture, manners, cultural analogies, or stan-
dards of behavior. Some consideration needs to be given to the language level of the students, including vocabu-
lary support and modeling, but in my view all language learners can engage in cultural exercises. Thus, selecting
an appropriate focus and creating original exercises and activities is necessary. Having some kind of an end
product, or output, such as a unit theme or topic, presentations and essays with cultural aspects, helps students to
obtain the language and start forming their own notions of culture.
Lastly, it is vital to regard cultural themes in the classroom as important tools and a preliminary goal in the
journey of language learning, for dialogue, writing, and other activities. Students should be urged to analyze the
ideas introduced in texts, worksheets, and videos, as well as to conduct their own research on the studied topics
on the internet, in the library, with professors, and using other sources. A quick review of references on the in-
ternet will reveal the extensive research in the area of intercultural communication, providing many future op-
portunities to re-examine culture and its importance in the language classroom, in international communication,
and in studies abroad. In conclusion, designing a curriculum that recognizes the significance of culture and in-
corporates elements such as critical and logical thinking and pragmatics (based on their effects on communica-
tion) would be ideal when preparing students for a year of studies abroad.
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